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Chapter 1 – A Holiday Interrupted







Grace Whitmore leaned against the railing of the ferry, the sea wind catching her scarf and filling her lungs with salt-laced air. She had promised herself that Capri would be different—no crime, no conspiracies, no late-night notes slipped under hotel doors. Just sunlight, lemon groves, and the blue shimmer of the Tyrrhenian Sea. She had booked the trip on a whim, almost defiantly, telling her friends in London that a holiday was long overdue.




The island revealed itself in layers as the ferry cut across the waves: jagged cliffs topped with clusters of pastel houses, terraces of vines and lemon trees, and whitewashed villas half-hidden among the pines. Above it all, Mount Solaro stood like a quiet sentinel, its crown still misted by the morning haze. Grace’s heart, still sore from the last case in Lisbon, warmed a little. Perhaps here, she could put her notebook away and live as a tourist.




But Grace’s instincts rarely slept. Even as she watched the sun catch the sea in a thousand mirrored shards, her eyes traced the movements of fellow passengers. An American couple snapping photos. A weary Italian mother with two restless children. A man in a pale linen suit, his face hidden behind oversized sunglasses, flicking the end of a cigarette into the foam. He was too still, too aware of the crowd, and though she chided herself for noticing, Grace tucked the image away. Old habits, after all, had teeth.




The ferry slid into Marina Grande, Capri’s bustling harbor, its quays alive with the chatter of fishermen unloading crates of gleaming anchovies and tourists scrambling into taxis painted a cheerful lemon yellow. Grace disembarked slowly, savoring the crush of life around her. A porter hurried up and offered to carry her bag to the hotel, but she declined with a polite shake of the head. She preferred to walk, to absorb.




Her room at the Hotel Quisisana was everything the brochures had promised: high ceilings, tiled floors cool beneath her sandals, a balcony that opened onto a view of the Piazzetta with its domed church and cafés already alive with clinking glasses. She let the sound wash over her as she unpacked. For once, she set aside her notebook and instead placed her guidebook on the bedside table. “No mysteries,” she whispered, as if daring fate to hear.




But fate was listening.




The afternoon drew her toward the sea. Capri was not an island one could ignore; it pulled at the imagination, its cliffs plunging into turquoise waters, its grottos whispered about since the days of Roman emperors. A boatman named Salvatore approached her at the harbor, his skin browned from decades of sun, his eyes crinkled with the kind of good humor that put travelers at ease.




“La Grotta Azzurra, signorina?” he asked, gesturing toward his small wooden skiff, painted a bright, weathered blue. “The famous Blue Grotto. You cannot leave Capri without seeing it. Only twenty minutes, and the sea is calm.”




Grace hesitated. A grotto sounded delightful, and yet she could not help but notice the quick flicker of unease in the man’s eyes, a shadow behind his smile. She almost declined, but then laughed at her own caution. “Yes,” she said. “Take me.”




The skiff pushed off, cutting a gentle path toward the cliffs. Other boats bobbed nearby, their passengers already whispering with excitement as they neared the low opening in the rock. Salvatore explained the history: how the grotto had been the private swimming hole of Emperor Tiberius, how fishermen once feared it to be haunted, how its waters glowed with an unnatural sapphire light. Grace listened, smiling, though her gaze lingered on the mouth of the grotto—dark, narrow, almost menacing in its way.




“Lie back, signorina,” Salvatore instructed as they approached. The opening was so low that the boat had to slip inside with the tide, timed perfectly to avoid being dashed against stone. Grace did as told, her hat pressed against her chest, and in an instant, they slid into a world transformed.




Light refracted through the underwater opening, painting the chamber in impossible blue, as though the sea itself had swallowed the sky. The air was cool and damp, echoing with drips from the vaulted rock ceiling. Grace sat upright slowly, awe catching her breath. “It’s like sailing inside a jewel,” she murmured.




Salvatore chuckled. “Every time, it is the same. First silence, then wonder. The grotto, she never disappoints.”




Yet even in her wonder, Grace noticed the small details others might not. The faint scrape of something metallic against stone. A ripple in the water that didn’t belong to their oars. And then—something pale floating near the far wall. Salvatore rowed closer, but before she could fully see, he dipped his oar and nudged it away, his face carefully neutral.




“A fisherman’s rag,” he said too quickly. “Nothing.”




But it was not nothing. Grace had seen it clearly: a scarf, silk, patterned in coral red and ivory, trailing like a drowned blossom in the water.




Her holiday, she realized with a pang, was already over.




They left the grotto, and the sunlight blinded her after the cavern’s otherworldly glow. She asked no more questions—Salvatore was suddenly talkative, filling the silence with anecdotes about celebrities who had visited Capri. But Grace was silent. She could still picture the scarf’s fringe catching on the rippling light, a whisper of human absence in a place otherwise timeless.




That evening, she dined alone at a small café on the Piazzetta. The air smelled of espresso and sea breeze, the square alive with music from a violinist playing for coins. She ordered a simple plate of ravioli capresi and a glass of Falanghina, determined to push the scarf from her mind. Yet Capri had other plans.




From the next table, voices rose in argument. Two men, both local by their accent, hunched over a half-empty bottle of wine. One gestured sharply toward the harbor, his words thick with anger. “Non possiamo più rischiare,” he said—We cannot risk it anymore. The other shook his head, replying in a harsh whisper Grace could barely catch: “Troppo tardi. Lei ha visto.” Too late. She has seen.




Grace lowered her gaze, pretending to read her guidebook, though her heart quickened. Who had seen? Seen what? She resisted the urge to look, but when she finally lifted her glass, she noticed one of the men staring at her. Not in idle curiosity, but with a look sharpened by suspicion.




Her fork paused halfway to her mouth.




By the time she finished her meal, the men were gone. Only the empty bottle remained, its glass catching the lamplight like a silent warning.




Grace returned to her hotel with unease threading through her holiday resolve. She told herself she would not get involved. Not this time. But as she stood on her balcony, the night warm and humming with cicadas, she heard the distant murmur of fishermen in the harbor below. Their words carried on the breeze—contrabbando… la grotta… sparito. Contraband. The grotto. Vanished.




The scarf’s image returned unbidden, crimson against the impossible blue.




Grace exhaled slowly. Capri’s shadows were stirring, and once again, she was standing at the edge of a mystery.


he Piazzetta had quieted by the time Grace left her balcony. Most of the day-trippers had taken the last ferries back to Naples, and only the lingering hum of voices, laughter, and clinking glasses remained. Capri by night was more intimate, its bustle softened by lanterns strung above narrow lanes and the occasional bark of a dog echoing through the whitewashed alleys.




Grace slipped into the street with no particular destination, letting her sandals tap against the cobblestones as she descended toward the harbor. Something tugged at her—curiosity, perhaps, or that inevitable magnetism that mysteries always held for her. She had promised herself she would rest, and yet rest always felt impossible when questions crowded her mind.




The harbor smelled of brine and diesel. Fishing boats swayed gently against their moorings, their hulls worn and painted in layers that spoke of generations of labor. Lanterns flickered on a handful of decks, their glow painting the water in molten streaks. Grace wandered slowly, pausing when she caught snippets of conversation in the lilting dialect of the island.




“È sparito, te lo dico.” He vanished, I’m telling you.




She froze near a stack of coiled nets. Two fishermen leaned close on a bench, their hands rough and darkened with salt, their voices pitched low.




“E la sorella?” asked the other. And his sister?




“Piange ancora. Dice che lui non sarebbe mai andato via così. Non senza dirle nulla.” She still weeps. Says he would never have gone away like that. Not without telling her anything.




Grace tilted her head, the words prickling against her memory. The grotto, the scarf, the men arguing in the café—it was all of a piece. A disappearance. She edged back before they could notice her and moved down the pier, her heart thrumming.




The night air cooled, and for a moment she thought she heard footsteps behind her. When she glanced back, the quay was empty but for a stray cat weaving through crates of fish. She smiled at her own nerves and turned again—only to find someone blocking her path.




He was tall, his features obscured by the brim of a cap, his jacket collar pulled high. “Signora Whitmore,” he said in careful English, though his accent was Italian.




Grace stiffened. “Yes?”




“You should not ask questions. The grotto is not for you.” His tone was not overtly hostile, but the warning in it was unmistakable.




Before she could reply, he slipped past her, vanishing into the shadows between two warehouses. Grace stood frozen, the echo of his words stirring every instinct she had honed as a detective. How did he know her name? She had not introduced herself to anyone on the island beyond the hotel clerk and Salvatore the boatman.




Her holiday was unraveling faster than she had feared.




She returned to the hotel with brisk steps, her mind churning. Sleep proved impossible. Even with shutters drawn against the moonlight, the room felt alive with secrets pressing in from the outside. She rose before dawn and, restless, wandered back to the harbor just as the fishermen were preparing for the day’s catch.




It was there she saw her again—the woman from the café terrace the night before. Grace hadn’t paid her much attention then, but now she noticed the grief etched into the woman’s face, the way she clutched a rosary in one hand as though anchoring herself against despair. She stood near the moored boats, speaking in hushed tones to a man Grace assumed was her father.




Grace hesitated. Approaching strangers in grief was delicate, but something compelled her forward. She offered a polite nod. “Mi scusi,” she began, her Italian formal but accented. “I couldn’t help but overhear. You’ve lost someone?”




The woman blinked, startled, and her father’s gaze hardened. But she nodded. “Mio fratello,” she whispered. My brother.




The words struck like a bell tolling confirmation of what Grace had already suspected.




“I am sorry,” Grace said gently. “What happened?”




The woman’s eyes filled, but she answered. “He was a guida—a tour guide. He took visitors into the grotto three nights ago. He never came home.”




Grace’s throat tightened. The scarf. The whispers. The warning in the dark.




Before she could ask more, the father stepped forward, placing a protective hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Basta,” he said sharply. Enough. Then, in English: “Please, leave us. This is not your concern.”




Grace inclined her head, respecting the man’s authority even as her curiosity burned hotter. She stepped back, but not before the daughter met her eyes. There was a flicker there—fear, yes, but also a plea. As if she wanted someone to keep asking the questions her father forbade.




Grace walked away, her sandals crunching against gravel. She didn’t need her notebook to know she was already enmeshed. The grotto had claimed her attention, and she doubted it would release her until the truth surfaced.




Later that morning, she sought out Salvatore again, hoping for casual conversation. He was at the dock, repairing a net, his hands deft and sure.




“Buongiorno, signorina,” he greeted with forced cheer. “Another trip today? Perhaps to the Faraglioni, the great rocks of Capri?”




Grace smiled faintly. “Not today. I was curious, though. Yesterday, in the grotto—I saw something floating. A scarf. You said it was nothing, but—”




Salvatore’s face darkened. “Best not to notice things in the grotto, signorina. The sea hides many things. Not all should be found.”




It was too evasive, too rehearsed. Grace tilted her head. “You know the missing guide.”




He stilled, his hands pausing over the net. His eyes, when they met hers, carried both fear and resignation. “We all know him. Capri is small. But I know nothing of what happened.”




The denial was hollow, and Grace recognized it for what it was: the silence of someone caught between truth and danger. She let the conversation drop, but inside she knew she had found another thread to pull.




That evening, she returned once more to the Piazzetta. The square glowed with lamplight, voices rising in laughter and song, but for Grace the merriment was a thin veil over the island’s unease. She sat with a coffee, her notebook now open in defiance of her original vow.




Clues:

– Scarf in grotto (red/ivory silk).

– Missing guide (sister confirms disappearance, father refuses discussion).

– Fishermen whispering about contraband.

– Men arguing in café: “She has seen.”

– Stranger in harbor warns Grace by name.




She tapped her pen against the paper. “How do they know me?” she whispered.




The square thrummed with life, yet Grace felt watched. Somewhere in the crowd, eyes followed her movements, waiting to see if she would continue down the path fate had already opened. She closed her notebook, lifted her chin, and decided she would.




Her holiday, she knew beyond doubt, was lost. Capri had given her a mystery instead. And Grace had never been able to resist one.








  
  
  The Azure Wonder

  
  







Chapter 2 – The Azure Wonder







The morning sun rose over Capri in a blaze of gold, catching the tiled domes of churches and scattering light across the sea. Grace awoke restless, her sleep interrupted by half-formed dreams of voices echoing in cavernous stone halls, of scarves drifting weightlessly in blue water. She stood at the balcony railing, the air scented faintly with jasmine and the tang of the ocean. Below, the Piazzetta was already alive with clattering cups and the calls of vendors arranging baskets of lemons so bright they looked almost painted.




A sensible woman, she told herself, would pack her bag and take the next ferry to Naples. She could be on the mainland before noon, tucked safely into a quiet inn in Sorrento, far from whispers of vanished men and threatening strangers. A sensible woman would not return to the grotto at all.




Grace, however, had never been accused of being sensible where mystery was concerned.




By midmorning she was once again at the harbor, the sun climbing higher, bouncing against the white stucco of buildings until the whole quay seemed to glow. Salvatore spotted her immediately and stiffened, as though he had expected—perhaps dreaded—her return.




“You wish to see the grotto again?” he asked, his voice carefully neutral.




Grace offered a pleasant smile. “I was so taken by it yesterday. I didn’t quite have time to… appreciate it fully.” She kept her tone light, though her eyes held his.




He muttered something under his breath, then gestured to his boat. “As you wish.”




The skiff rocked gently as Grace climbed in, settling onto the wooden seat. Salvatore pushed off, rowing with practiced strokes that dipped and rose like the rhythm of a heartbeat. Other boats dotted the water, filled with tourists leaning over the sides with cameras at the ready. Grace glanced toward them, then back at Salvatore. “It’s remarkable,” she said casually. “So many visitors each day. It must be a busy business for you.”




He snorted. “Busy, yes. But not safe. The sea gives and the sea takes.” His gaze slid toward the horizon, and she thought he meant more than storms and tides.




The grotto’s mouth loomed nearer, the dark slit in the cliff face beckoning like a hidden throat. The closer they drew, the quieter the chatter from the tourist boats became. Even the most excitable voices softened in reverence, as if the place demanded awe before one even entered.




“Lie back, signorina,” Salvatore said again, and Grace obeyed, pressing herself against the planks as the boat slipped through the narrow opening.




Once more the world transformed.




The grotto swallowed them, and the sun’s refraction through the underwater entrance lit the chamber in that ethereal blue glow. It was as though they had rowed into the heart of a sapphire, the water glowing from within, the walls glittering like wet marble. Grace sat up slowly, her breath catching despite herself. No matter the shadow hanging over the place, the beauty was undeniable.




The other boats drifted nearby, their oars dipping quietly, voices lowered in awe. A young couple gasped as their hands touched the glowing surface. A group of Germans sang softly, their notes echoing strangely against the vaulted stone.




But Grace’s attention was not on them. She scanned the grotto’s edges, where shadows pooled darker. There—the faint shimmer of something metallic again, as though a chain scraped against rock. Her eyes narrowed.




She turned to Salvatore. “Do you hear that?”




He pretended not to, adjusting his oar. “Tourists bring trinkets. They drop them in the water. Always something shiny.”




Grace doubted it. The sound was steady, purposeful, not the random fall of a coin or a bracelet.




As they drifted closer to the far wall, her gaze caught on a faint mark along the stone, just above the waterline. A thin red smear, half-washed away by the tide. Blood? Or perhaps paint? Either way, it did not belong.




“Take us closer,” Grace said.




Salvatore hesitated. “There is nothing.”




“Closer,” she repeated, her voice firm.




Reluctantly, he steered the skiff along the wall. Grace leaned forward, her fingers trailing the stone. The smear blurred against the wet surface, but her fingertips confirmed it—it was no ordinary discoloration. Something violent had brushed this wall.




Before she could press further, another boat approached, carrying a pair of uniformed carabinieri. The officers smiled at the tourists they passed, but when their eyes fell on Grace, their expressions shifted ever so slightly. Recognition? Or suspicion?




“Everything all right, signorina?” one of them called in accented English.




Grace sat back, her face composed. “Perfectly fine. Just admiring the grotto.”




The officer nodded, though his gaze lingered longer than necessary. Then their boat drifted away, leaving ripples that distorted the grotto’s glowing surface.




Salvatore exhaled slowly. “You should not attract their notice,” he muttered.




“Why not?”




His jaw tightened. “Because questions in Capri have answers you may not wish to know.”




The words chilled her more than the damp air. Grace leaned back, letting her hand skim the glowing water as the boat circled once more. The grotto, magnificent as it was, now felt less like a marvel and more like a stage set—its beauty a veil for something darker beneath.




When they emerged into sunlight, Grace squinted against the sudden glare. The sea stretched endlessly, deceptively calm, while the island cliffs rose like fortresses around them. She drew in a steadying breath.




“Back to the harbor?” Salvatore asked hopefully.




Grace shook her head. “Not yet. I’d like to see the coastline first.”




He sighed but obeyed, rowing them along the rugged cliff face where sea caves yawned like dark mouths. Seagulls wheeled above, their cries sharp against the roar of surf. Grace studied each cave, noting how easily a boat could slip inside, unseen by anyone beyond. Smugglers, she thought. Fishermen hiding contraband. Or worse.




They passed beneath a natural arch where the water glittered clear to the seabed. Tourists cheered as their boats navigated through, cameras flashing. Grace smiled politely, but her mind was elsewhere.




Her thoughts returned to the sister of the missing guide. The plea in her eyes had been unmistakable. She wanted answers, even if her father forbade it. And Grace suspected the grotto held those answers—along with danger.




By the time Salvatore rowed them back to Marina Grande, Grace’s resolve had hardened. She would not run from this mystery. Not when lives were already unraveling around it.




She disembarked, thanking him politely, though his worried frown lingered as he watched her walk away.




The harbor thrummed with life—boats unloading their morning catch, vendors hawking fresh figs, tourists bartering for trinkets. Grace moved through it all with quiet purpose, her eyes scanning faces. The man in the linen suit from the ferry two days ago appeared briefly at the edge of the quay, speaking to one of the fishermen. When he noticed her, he turned swiftly away, melting into the crowd.




Coincidence? Or was he watching her, too?




Grace’s instincts whispered the latter.




She made her way back up the winding lanes toward the Piazzetta, her sandals slipping occasionally on smooth stone. Bells tolled from the church tower, echoing across the island, and for a brief moment she let herself imagine she was simply a visitor again—free of secrets, free of danger. But when she reached her balcony and opened her room, she froze.




Her suitcase lay open on the bed. Her clothes had been shifted, folded differently. The guidebook on the nightstand was turned to a page she had not marked.




Someone had been inside.




Grace’s hand tightened on the doorframe. She stepped in cautiously, scanning the room. Nothing seemed missing. Nothing, except her sense of safety.




On the pillow lay a single slip of paper, the words scrawled in red ink:




“Leave the Grace stared at the paper until the red letters blurred. The words were hastily written, but the choice of ink felt deliberate—like blood on linen. Whoever had entered her room had not come to steal, but to intimidate. The violation tightened in her chest; the privacy of a traveler’s room was sacred. And now that sanctuary had been breached.




She folded the note carefully and slipped it into her pocket. Fear would have been reasonable, even wise. But Grace felt anger simmer instead. Someone believed they could frighten her into leaving. Someone believed she would retreat.




They had chosen the wrong woman.




She rang the hotel desk immediately. The clerk, a young man in a pressed jacket, hurried upstairs, his face arranged into polite concern. He assured her that no one had been seen entering her room. Keys were kept at the desk, yes, but only trusted staff had access.




“Trusted staff,” Grace echoed softly. “And yet…” She gestured to the open suitcase, the disturbed belongings.




The clerk shifted uneasily. “Perhaps… housekeeping?”




“Housekeeping does not leave notes in red ink.”




His cheeks flushed, and he began to stammer apologies. Grace silenced him with a raised hand. “Thank you. That will be all.” She dismissed him gently, but her mind was already calculating. Either the intruder was bold enough to bribe staff or skilled enough to bypass locks unnoticed. Both possibilities narrowed her suspect list.




She locked the balcony shutters herself, double-bolted the door, and placed the note inside her notebook. Then she descended to the Piazzetta, unwilling to remain in the room’s violated stillness.




The square was alive with midafternoon chatter, tourists sipping espresso, locals playing cards in shaded corners. Grace seated herself at a table and ordered a coffee, more for observation than thirst. She let her eyes wander across the crowd.




It was then she saw him.




The wealthy man from the ferry—the one in the pale linen suit and oversized sunglasses. He sat at a table across the square, speaking animatedly with two other men. The waiters attended him with unusual deference. His gestures were practiced, almost theatrical, the hand of someone accustomed to commanding attention.




A collector, she remembered hearing. A man who had rented one of the grand villas on the cliff. But what business tied him so closely to the fishermen and the harbor whispers?




Grace sipped her coffee slowly, studying him over the rim. His laughter was too forced, his shoulders too tense. And when his gaze flicked toward her, lingering an instant too long before sliding away, she knew it was not coincidence.




Later, she followed discreetly when he rose. The narrow streets of Capri were not ideal for pursuit—their winding alleys and sudden steps made it easy to lose a quarry—but Grace had learned patience. She kept a respectful distance, ducking into shopfronts and pausing to admire displays whenever he glanced back.




He led her not toward the harbor but uphill, away from the crowds. His stride quickened as they passed beneath an arch thick with bougainvillea, crimson petals scattering underfoot. Finally, he turned into a gated villa, its walls whitewashed, its gardens spilling with oleander. The heavy gate closed with a thud, barring her view.




Grace lingered a moment, noting the villa’s location, then walked on casually, as though she were nothing more than a tourist admiring the view. But her mind ticked like a metronome. Why did an art collector take such interest in a grotto whispered to hide contraband? Why was she suddenly a threat to his peace?




Evening drew near, and the island’s character shifted once more. Lamps glowed along the Piazzetta, musicians tuned guitars, and the air filled with the aroma of grilled fish and fresh bread. Grace dressed simply in a linen dress, blending easily with the crowd, though she never stopped watching, listening.




The collector appeared again at twilight, this time in company far grander than fishermen. He strolled into the square with a group of elegantly dressed men and women, their laughter cutting sharp against the humbler voices around them. A waiter cleared a table immediately, producing bottles of expensive wine.




Grace pretended to study her guidebook, though her ears strained to catch fragments of conversation. They spoke in Italian and French, a mixture of art and business. She caught words like antiquità, collezione privata, scavi segreti—antiquities, private collection, secret excavations. Her pulse quickened.




It fit too neatly. Capri, long coveted by emperors, still hid Roman treasures in its caves and villas. If smugglers or opportunists had found a way to extract relics, a collector would be the perfect client. And if a local guide stumbled too close to the truth… he might vanish.




Grace closed her guidebook slowly, her decision made. She would not retreat, nor would she simply observe. The grotto was no longer a holiday attraction—it was the axis of a crime.




But for now, she played the tourist. She ordered a second glass of wine, nodded politely to the musicians, and kept her ears open. The collector’s laughter rang through the night like a bell, masking the tremor of unease she saw in his hands.




And all the while, the red-ink warning pressed like a phantom against her pocket.








  
  
  An Ominous Discovery

  
  





Chapter 3 – An Ominous Discovery



The sky over Capri deepened from gold to violet as dusk crept in, the island’s cliffs catching the last fire of the sun. Grace descended the winding path toward the harbor with her scarf knotted tight against the breeze. Evening was when mysteries liked to stir, and she could feel the island holding its breath.


The day’s tourists had gone, leaving the harbor quieter, more intimate. Fishing boats rocked lazily in their berths. A few locals lingered at the taverns, their voices low, their laughter edged with weariness. Grace spotted Salvatore by his skiff, coiling rope with steady hands. He glanced up, surprise flickering in his eyes.


“Signorina Whitmore. Again?”


Grace stepped closer, offering a calm smile. “I’ve been told the grotto is even more beautiful at twilight.”


Salvatore’s jaw tightened. “At twilight, the tide is dangerous. The sea breathes harder then. Not for visitors.”


“But you’ve taken people before.” Grace let the statement hang in the air, watching him flinch.


He shook his head. “It is not safe.”


Grace lowered her voice. “Your friend—the missing guide—he was last seen near the grotto, wasn’t he?”


The silence between them was sharper than any blade. At last Salvatore looked away, his weathered face shadowed. “I cannot help you. Some things are better left to the sea.”


Grace studied him, reading the fear in his posture. He was hiding something—not out of guilt, but out of dread. She chose not to press further. Instead, she thanked him gently and turned toward the other end of the quay.


If Salvatore would not take her, she would find another way.


A few fishermen lingered near their boats, smoking pipes, their eyes narrowing at the foreign woman wandering too close. Grace approached one, a man with a scar across his cheek and a tattered cap. She greeted him politely in Italian and asked if he might take her for a short row before night fell.


He considered her, then shrugged. “Dieci minuti,” he muttered—ten minutes. Enough.


Grace climbed into the small boat, her pulse quickening as the oars dipped into the darkening water. The cliffs loomed, streaked with shadow, gulls wheeling overhead before retreating to their nests. The fisherman said nothing, his strokes steady, his silence absolute.


As the grotto came into sight, the opening seemed smaller than ever, a dark slit now framed in twilight. Grace’s breath caught. The sea hissed softly against the rocks, and in the fading light the cave’s mouth looked less like a wonder and more like a wound.


The fisherman halted at a distance. “No further,” he said firmly.


Grace leaned forward. “Just a little closer.”


He shook his head. “The tide is turning. The grotto eats boats at night.”


Grace considered her options. She could argue, but his fear was genuine, not stubbornness. She nodded instead, allowing the boat to drift. If she could not enter, she would observe.


The grotto exhaled a faint mist with the tide. Grace peered into its shadows, eyes straining. At first, she saw nothing but black water and the faint suggestion of walls. Then—a pale shimmer. The water rippled, carrying with it the unmistakable glint of silk.


Her stomach knotted. The scarf again.


But this time it was caught against something else. Something larger, darker, swaying with the tide. Grace leaned dangerously over the side of the boat, her fingers brushing the surface. The scarf clung to a shape beneath the water. She glimpsed the outline of fabric, then the pale curve of flesh.


Her breath hitched. A body.


The fisherman swore, yanking hard on the oars to pull them away. “No! No! You did not see that.”


Grace gripped the side, her voice sharp. “Someone must tell the authorities—”


“Silenzio!” His eyes burned with panic. “You bring death if you speak. Leave it to the sea.”


Grace’s pulse pounded in her ears. She had seen enough bodies in her career to know when denial cloaked fear. The missing guide was no longer missing. He was here, drifting in the grotto’s dark cradle.


By the time they reached the harbor, the fisherman’s face was pale beneath the lantern light. He thrust a hand out, demanding payment, though his voice shook. Grace pressed coins into his palm, then climbed quickly onto the quay.


Her mind raced. Should she go to the carabinieri? She remembered their casual dismissal in the grotto earlier, their too-sharp gaze. If they were compromised—or worse, complicit—then speaking might place her in greater danger. And yet to stay silent was unthinkable.


She walked quickly through the narrow streets, the island now cloaked in night. Lanterns burned low in windows, casting long shadows against whitewashed walls. Somewhere behind her, footsteps echoed, faint but insistent.


Grace quickened her pace, turning down a narrow alley where bougainvillea climbed in tangled vines. The footsteps followed, then faltered, as though the pursuer realized she had noticed. She stopped abruptly, pressing her back against the wall, breath steady.


A figure passed the alley’s mouth—broad-shouldered, the brim of a cap pulled low. The same man who had warned her in the harbor. He paused, scanning the street, then disappeared into the dark.


Grace waited until silence returned. Then she exhaled slowly. She had confirmation now: she was being watched. The grotto, the body, the scarf—it was all known, and her presence was unwelcome.


When she reached her hotel room, she locked the door and checked every bolt twice. The note still lay in her notebook, its red scrawl more ominous than ever. She lit the bedside lamp and sat at the desk, recording everything she had witnessed. The scarf. The shape beneath the water. The fisherman’s panic. The shadow following her.


Her pen trembled only once, when she wrote the words: He is dead.


The night stretched long, her sleep fractured by every creak of wood, every brush of wind against the shutters. But when dawn finally bled across Capri, Grace knew her path was set.


She would not leave. Not now.


If the grotto was a tomb, then it was also a witness. And Grace intended to make it speak.


The morning broke bright and deceptive, Capri shining like a jewel in the sunlight. To the throngs of arriving tourists, it was paradise. But to Grace, the island now held a different face: one of secrets, silence, and death.


She took her breakfast at the terrace café, a pot of strong coffee and a basket of warm cornetti before her, though appetite eluded her. The square bustled with new arrivals fresh off the morning ferry, their chatter filling the air, their cameras flashing. No one looking at the Piazzetta would have guessed that a body drifted in the grotto’s shadows.


Grace’s gaze wandered across the crowd. She saw the grieving sister again, standing apart with a basket on her arm, her face drawn, her eyes searching every passerby as though hope might still walk among them. The father was nowhere in sight.


Grace rose, leaving coins on the table, and crossed the square. The woman noticed her approach and stiffened, torn between caution and need.


“Your brother,” Grace began softly in Italian. “I believe I know where he is.”


The woman’s eyes widened, her hand tightening on the basket. “Where?” Her voice trembled, raw.


“In the grotto. Last night I saw—” Grace hesitated, lowering her tone. “I believe he is dead.”


A strangled cry escaped the woman before she covered her mouth. Tears filled her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. Grace reached out, gently steadying her arm. “I am sorry. I shouldn’t tell you this in the open. Will you meet me later? Somewhere private?”


The woman nodded quickly, still shaking. “At the church of Santo Stefano. This afternoon. Please.”


Grace squeezed her hand once, then released it, conscious of the stares gathering. She walked calmly away, though her heart throbbed with urgency.


At midday, the church was cool and dim, its air thick with incense and old stone. The sister waited in a side pew, rosary clutched in her hands. Grace slipped into the seat beside her.


“Tell me everything,” the woman whispered.


Grace recounted the scarf, the shape beneath the water, the fisherman’s panic. When she finished, the sister pressed the rosary hard against her lips, her body trembling. “I knew,” she whispered. “I knew he would not have left me. They killed him.”


“Who?” Grace asked.


The woman glanced around, lowering her voice further. “Smugglers. Men who use the grotto to hide things. My brother knew the caves better than anyone. Perhaps he saw too much.” Her eyes met Grace’s, fierce with grief. “If you are brave, you must expose them. The carabinieri will not. Some of them are—” She cut herself off, shaking her head. “I cannot say.”


Grace felt the weight of the words. Corruption in the authorities would explain the dismissive glances, the warnings to leave. It would also mean she was walking a razor’s edge.


“Your brother deserves justice,” Grace said firmly. “But we must move carefully. Who among the islanders might help us?”


The sister considered, then whispered, “There is a fisherman… old Antonio. He once carried contraband through the caves. He regrets it. He might speak.”


Grace nodded, tucking the name away. “And the collector? The man in the linen suit?”


The sister’s expression hardened. “Straniero. He came months ago, buying… always buying. He says paintings, statues. But people whisper he wants more. Roman treasure. Things that belong to Capri. He asks too many questions about the grotto.”


So it was true. The collector’s shadow touched the grotto as well. Grace thanked her quietly, then promised she would return soon.


Outside the church, the island blazed with sunlight, almost mocking in its brilliance. Grace pulled her scarf tighter and made her way toward the cliffs, seeking solitude to think. She found a bench overlooking the sea, waves pounding below, gulls shrieking above.


Her notebook opened across her lap, she traced the threads:


– The scarf belonged to the missing guide’s sister.

– His body now drifted in the grotto.

– Smugglers had long used the caves.

– The collector sought antiquities, and perhaps worse.

– The carabinieri could not be trusted.


It was a web with too many strands. But one thing was clear: the grotto was the heart of it. Everything led back there.


A shadow fell across her page. Grace looked up, startled.


The man in the linen suit stood before her, his sunglasses hiding his eyes, though his smile was polished. “Signora Whitmore, is it?” His English was smooth, touched with continental charm.


Grace closed her notebook calmly. “Yes.”


He inclined his head. “I am Monsieur DeLaurent. We shared the ferry, did we not? Forgive me—I should have introduced myself then. May I sit?”


Grace gestured politely, though every instinct tensed. He settled beside her with the ease of a man used to being welcomed everywhere.


“I have seen you about the island,” he said casually. “You take an interest in our grotto, I think?”


Grace returned his smile with one of her own. “It is difficult not to, isn’t it? A marvel like that.”


“Ah, yes.” His voice lingered on the word. “A marvel—and perhaps more than a marvel. Do you know, the Romans believed such places held portals to the gods? Entire empires once coveted these cliffs.”


Grace studied him. “And now collectors do, too?”


DeLaurent’s smile tightened almost imperceptibly. “One might say so. Antiquities… they belong to history, yes? But history often needs a patron to preserve it. Otherwise, the sea swallows everything.”


She heard the defense of theft behind the charm, the justification of greed.


He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Be cautious, Signora Whitmore. Capri is not a place for strangers to meddle in old secrets.”


It was both warning and threat, delivered with
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